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Abstract
A massive European immigration crisis began in 2015, resulting in over a million
people flooding into Europe, fleeing conflict and economic desperation. European
countries felt threatened by this sudden influx of people who either looked different or
practiced different religions, and this caused a major backlash in these predominantly
Christian countries. Anti-immigrant fever has changed the political environment in
Europe and as a result, most EU policies today focus on preventing migrants from
reaching European borders. In this thesis, I argue that the paucity of knowledge and lack
of preliminary communication and pre-warning on the scale of the Mediterranean crisis
by the European Union, led to poor planning and a tremendous suffering and waste of
lives in the region. During 2015 and continuing today, Europeans have not perceived the
difference between refugees and migrants and they fear that this huge influx of people
will seek work and assistance in Europe and will never go home. Unfortunately,
discrimination based on race, religion, and even nationality seems to have grown among
many European countries since 2015, when, according to reports by UNHCR, more than
one million refugees and migrants crossed the Mediterranean Sea. The European Union
has failed its obligations under International and European human rights law in response
to the Mediterranean crisis, and it must stop its discriminatory policies towards migrants.
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Chapter One:
Introduction
A massive European immigration crisis began in 2015, resulting in over a million
people flooding into Europe, fleeing conflict and economic desperation. European
countries felt threatened by this sudden influx of people who either looked different or
practiced different religions, and this caused a major backlash in these predominantly
Christian countries. Anti-immigrant fever has changed the political environment in
Europe and as a result, most EU policies today focus on preventing migrants from
reaching European borders. In this thesis, I argue that the paucity of knowledge and lack
of preliminary communication and pre-warning on the scale of the Mediterranean crisis
among the major players, especially the European Union, led to poor planning and a
tremendous suffering and waste of lives in the region.
The definition of a refugee is someone who has been forced to leave his or her
country because of persecution, war, or violence. The UNHCR defines a refugee as
someone who “has a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social group.” Migrants are a
different class of people who are fleeing their homes due to economic or other reasons to
seek a better future. During 2015 and continuing today, Europeans have not perceived
the difference between the two groups and fear that this huge influx of people will seek
work and assistance in Europe and will never go home. Unfortunately, discrimination
based on race, religion, and even nationality seems to have grown among many European
countries since 2015, when, according to reports by UNHCR, more than one million
refugees and migrants crossed the Mediterranean Sea.
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Betts and Collier argue that if we do not integrate a developmental perspective
aimed at fostering the autonomy of refugees into the more traditional humanitarian
approach, the lives of people living in refugee camps will continue to be wasted.
According to the authors, refugees must have opportunities to develop their capacities
through jobs and education while in these camps. Once back in their home countries,
empowered refugees who gained the necessary skills and education will contribute to
their home societies.1

My research questions are:
•

How do refugees differ from migrants and internally displaced people (IDPs)?

•

What are the political and economic factors that drove refugees to leave their
home countries?

•

What are the numbers of refugees arriving in Europe? Have the numbers changed
over time?

•

What is the current situation in the Mediterranean area?

•

What have the UNHCR and the European Union done for refugees coming to
Europe?

•

How did the major NGOs such as Doctors without Borders, Human Rights
Watch, and Oxfam respond?

•

What were the policies and programs in place at the time, and how successful
were they?

•

What are the major failures and criticisms of the European Immigration Crisis?

1

Alexander Betts and Paul Collier, Refuge: Rethinking Refugee Policy in a Changing World (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2017).
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•

Is the international community trying to address the political and economic
situations that are driving refugees to leave their countries?

•

Are refugee policies being reformed to fit the needs of specific regions? Were
they revised to tackle the Mediterranean crisis?

•

What would a refugee policy aimed at both humanitarian and developmental
goals look like?
My examination of this topic will combine political science and sociology. I will

analyze migrant policies and their social consequences for migrant lives. I will primarily
rely on what is already written and analyze it based on my hypothesis through qualitative
study methods. I plan to use books, news articles, academic journals, United Nations
publications, non-governmental organizations publications, and UN speeches.

5

Chapter Two
Literature Review

Alexander Betts, a political scientist, and Paul Collier, an economist, argue that
the reform of refugee policy is long overdue. They insist that the condition of refugees is
not only a humanitarian issue, but also a development issue. We must focus on refugee
autonomy that is accomplished through education and jobs. Further, they claim that safe
havens in host countries, which hold the majority of refugees, must be prioritized.
Businesses, governments, and the civil society need to work together to reform the
outdated refugee system. According to the authors, the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees and its policies are products of the organization’s time and
place, and are no longer appropriate for our current times. They argue that institutions
that should promote new policies fall back to the status quo due to the lack of new
practical thinking.2
Since the 1980s, one of the dominant models is to provide assistance in refugee
camps. Betts and Collier state, “UNHCR is responsible for refugees in thirty-two separate
protracted refugee situations around the world, with an average length of exile of twentysix years.”3 It’s shocking that camps, which were supposed to be a temporary solution,
leave people trapped in limbo without access to education or jobs for years. The camps
not only represent a human rights issue but a security challenge. It’s easier to recruit and
radicalize generations which were born in these camps and grew up alienated and
unemployed. Betts and Collier argue that “around the world, refugees are effectively

2
3

Ibid.
Ibid, 50.
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offered a false choice between three dismal options: encampment, urban destitution, or
perilous journey.”4
The authors insist that the Syrian crisis was an ethical train crash, where
refugees fled to Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon, while the Gulf States and OECD countries
failed to act to prevent the crisis. There is a need for better international coordination and
building the architecture of a new refugee policy where development which includes
employment, enterprise, education, healthcare, infrastructure and governance would
provide opportunities to empower refugees. Empowering refugees is important to the role
they might play in political and economic life once back in their countries of origin. Betts
and Collier believe that people can bring back the skills, political attitudes provided an
environment where “the path to democracy in their home societies is accelerated.”5
Further, there is a need for cooperation among institutions such as the World Bank, the
UNDP, the International Organization for Migration, the Office of High Commissioner
for Human Rights, the UN Security Council and other regional actors. To reform the
current refugee system, there must be a partnership among international organizations,
businesses, governments, and civil society. The authors argue for an approach that is
based on development, especially for regional havens. These efforts would be modified
by specific contexts in different camps and countries.
Professor Alexander Betts wrote that refugees should have been treated as a
developmental issue back in 2015 when the so called ‘crisis’ dominated the news. He
argued that politicians and the media falsely called it a ‘migrant crisis” when in fact the

4
5

Ibid, 55.
Ibid, 200.
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majority of people were coming from what he called “refugee-producing countries.”6 The
article states that Europe prides itself on protecting refugees by forming a regime that was
created shortly after the Holocaust. Betts argues that providing only humanitarian aid is
not enough. He believes that the real challenge is not to stop people coming to Europe but
creating “innovative and sustainable global models of refugee assistance.” 7 If we
approach refugees as a development issue, we will create opportunities not only for
refugees, but also for host countries. Betts lists Uganda and its capital city Kampala as a
success story where the host society allowed refugees to work and gave them freedom of
movement. The refugee population in return significantly contributed to the Kampala
economy. The European Union must live up to its promises to take refugees in, but it
also must invent new plans to “sustainably support refugees in other parts of the world.” 8
In November 2015, at a UN General Assembly meeting, members met to discuss
a new comprehensive and long-term approach to the refugee crisis in the Mediterranean
region. The Secretary-General of the time, Ban Ki-moon, drew attention to the Syrian
refugees, especially those who were Muslim, to uphold their rights to asylum and nonrefoulement. He praised Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey for supporting such a high number
of Syrian people, but he argued that it’s not only their responsibility and that “we need a
new approach to manage global mobility, built on equitable responsibility sharing.”9 He
argued that the crisis is a global problem and its long-term solution must be found
through a collective cooperation. António Guterres, United Nations High Commissioner
6

Betts, Alexander. “Viewpoint: Treat refugees as a development issue.” BBC News, August 27, 2015,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-34049599 (accessed January 8, 2019).
7
Ibid.
8
Ibid.
9
United Nations, Meetings Coverage, “Speakers in General Assembly call for Comprehensive, Long-term
Approach to Tackle Unprecedented Refugee Crisis in Mediterranean Basin, Aid Syrian Asylum Seekers,”
https://www.un.org/press/en/2015/ga11729.doc.htm, (accessed on March 15, 2019).
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for Refugees at the time, voiced that the numbers of people trying to cross the
Mediterranean Sea had grown rapidly. He believed that many refugees felt abandoned by
the international community, and argued that must change. Guterres stated that the refusal
of many European members take in refugees revealed “Fear and rejection of those
refugees – especially Muslim refugees - provided extremists with the best propaganda
tool in the recruitment of new supporters.”10 More than 40 speakers participated at this
important General Assembly meeting, including speakers from Greece, Turkey, Italy,
Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Libya. The representative of the European Union argued
that its members are mobilizing all their efforts to save lives at sea. He also declared that
the EU is committed to addressing the root causes of the crisis such as the conflicts in
Syria and Libya. He believed that it must be founded through initiatives at the United
Nations. The meeting took place shortly after the series of terrorist attacks in Paris, and a
lot of representatives expressed concerns that member states were reluctant to accept
refugees due to fears of terrorists hiding among them. The United States representative
argued: “Terrorist threats should galvanize the international community into finding
solutions while maintaining compassion.”11
Findings in Simon McMahon and Nando Sigona’s article are based on over 200
interviews with migrants who arrived in Italy by boat in 2015 during the so-called
uncontrolled migration to European countries. The authors highlight the disconnection
between “the drivers and dynamics of migration and the assumptions underpinning policy
development.” 12 They argue there were two main assumptions supporting migration

10

Ibid.
Ibid.
12
Simon McMahon and Nando Sigona, “Navigating the Central Mediterranean in a Time of ‘Crisis’:
Disentangling Migration Governance and Migrant Journeys”, Sociology 52, no. 3 (2018): 497.
11
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policies. First, people assumed that those who tried to reach European borders were
‘economic migrants’ and not refugees, because most of them didn’t originate from
warfare countries. The term ‘migrant’ has been connected to criminality and illegality in
much of the public debate in Europe. The second assumption was based on the idea that
all migrants see Europe as their final destination.
According to interviews conducted by McMahon and Sigona, the most common
reason for leaving their homes was associated with insecurity often related to
experiencing violence and death.13 Only one-third of the interviewed people mentioned
that Europe was their final destination and around a quarter of interviewees had no
specific destination when leaving their place of origin. More than one-third of
respondents left their homes to seek “employment and support from social networks of
past emigrants” in Libya.14 According to the authors, Libya was not only a transit
country, but also a destination country. The dire situation in Libya, where more than
three-quarters of interviewees experienced violence and enslavement, had a significant
impact on boat migration towards European coasts. McMahon and Sigona argue that
once the media and politicians defined the situation as a crisis caused by economic
migrants, it influenced the immediate and short-term policies to stop people moving
towards Europe rather than providing long-term solutions.15
Loren Landau touches on engagements of the European Union with Libya, which
in reality is a state without a government. The country has an annual deal with Europe

13

Ibid, 506.
Ibid, 508.
15
Ibid.
14
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worth $ 200 million, but it’s unclear how and by whom these funds are used.16 The
author argues that all of this money is invested in “the form of military aid to enhance
border controls.”17 According to the article, the significant grants and loans for African
development will only enable autocrats and their terrors, which will then result in greater
migration in the future. She further believes that “the reinforcement of borders and bilateral arrangements with Europe also undermines AU efforts to promote integration and
ease of movement within the continent.”18 The article claims that the European Union
funded programs in Senegal aimed at potential migrants who were planning to cross the
seas to Europe. These initiatives (EU programs) were intended to preview people who
might be seeking asylum in Europe and discourage those who were not eligible from
ever leaving Africa. As a result, people who were willing to leave their country and
family were often portrayed as clinical narcissists. 19 Landau insists that these policies
and mechanisms are designed to control refugees, but tend to fail because migrants
around the world exercise different forms of autonomy and agency, and will continue to
migrate out of personal necessity.

16

Loren B. Landau, “A Chronotope of Containment Development: Europe’s Migrant Crisis and Africa’s
Reterritorialisation,” A Radical Journal of Geography Antipode 51, no. 1 (2019): 174.
17
Ibid, 174.
18
Ibid, 175.
19
Ibid, 178.
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Chapter Three:
A Description of the Crisis: 2015 to 2018

Organizations such as Human Rights Watch, the International Organization for
Migration (IOM), and UNHCR called the Mediterranean Sea the world’s deadliest
migration route. According to UNHCR’s “Europe Keydata Q1-Q4 2018,” 2016 was the
deadliest year with 5,096 missing and dead people. However, 2015 was the year with the
highest number of arrivals, including a total of 1,032,400 people reaching the borders of
European countries.20
The European Union’s response to the Mediterranean migration largely focused
on discouraging people to attempt the dangerous route towards Europe, especially paying
particular attention to implement anti-smuggling policies. This strategy overlooks the
reasons why people are willing to risk their lives attempting this desperate passage.
Between January and May of 2015, 60 percent of people arriving by sea came from
countries torn apart by war such as Syria, Somalia, and Afghanistan, and from Eritrea
which has an authoritarian government.21 Europe is a destination not only for refugees,
but also for migrants who are fleeing acute poverty from countries like Iraq, Iran,
Pakistan, Palestine, Bangladesh, Nigeria, and others. The Crisis included economic
migrants from West Africa and forced migrants from the Sahel countries who are largely
affected by desertification.

20

UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, “Europe Keydata Q1-Q4 2018: Arrivals in Europe – Mediterranean,”
February 22, 2019, https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/68103 (accessed on March 8, 2019).
21
Human Rights Watch, “The Mediterranean Migration Crisis: Why People Flee, What the EU Should
Do,” Human Rights Watch Report, June 2015.
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Syria
This March, it has been 8 years since the peaceful protest against the rule of
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime erupted into a civil war. According to a UNHCR
article published in 2018, more than 5.5 million Syrian refugees and over 6 million
civilians were still trapped in this increasingly brutal conflict.22 The civil war in Syria is
the largest humanitarian catastrophe that lasted now longer than the Second World War.
Most of Syrian refugees flee to neighboring countries like Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, Iraq,
and Egypt. Every fourth person in Lebanon is a Syrian refugee and almost 55 percent of
all Syrian refugees live in Turkey.23
Syrian government forces continue to deliberately attack civilian areas,
“arbitrarily arrest, forcibly disappear and torture those they perceive as opponents.”24
Armed groups that oppose the government are accountable for war crimes that include
use of child soldiers, kidnapping, and torture in detentions. Further, extremist groups such
the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda’s affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra are spreading violence
targeting civilians.
The Syrian Government, which is supported by Russia and Iran, uses illegal
tactics that include prohibited weapons such as chemical weapons. According to Human
Rights Watch (HRW), the Syrian-Russian alliance “struck at least 25 medical facilities,
11 schools, and countless civilian residences” in 2018.25 Further HRW argues that

22

USA for UNHCR, The UN Refugee Agency, “The War in Syria: 7 Years. 7 Facts. Countless lives.”
News, March 19, 2018, https://www.unrefugees.org/news/the-war-in-syria-7-years-7-facts-countless-lives/,
(accessed on March 10, 2019).
23
Ibid.
24
Human Rights Watch, “The Mediterranean Migration Crisis: Why People Flee, What the EU Should
Do,” 4.
25
Human Rights Watch, “The World Report 2019: Events of 2018,” Seven Stories Press: New York, 2019,
555.
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between 2013 and 2018, they and other international organizations confirmed up to 85
chemical attacks by the Syrian government.26
Syria will continue to face a displacement crisis if the international community
won’t figure out how to stop this humanitarian catastrophe. Neighboring countries
overcrowded by refugees like Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon are starting to suspend Syrian
asylum seeker registration, and people continue to pay the highest price while trying to
reach countries within the European Union.
Afghanistan
In 2014, the United Nations and International Committee of the Red Cross
reported a rise in attacks in the northern part of Afghanistan by the Taliban and other
insurgents. Due to this conflict, more than 20,000 people were displaced that year adding
to the already 850,000 internally displaced persons around the country. 27 Insurgent
groups kidnapped civilians for ransom or for the exchange of prisoners with government
workers being at the highest risk. Further, this led to restricting the freedom of
movement for women and girls who tend to be kidnapped while walking alone to work or
schools. According to HRW, the conflict is responsible for the highest child mortality and
child malnutrition rates in the world. 28 The organization further claims that “armed
groups, including the Taliban, recruit children as young as eight to serve as combatants,
sex slaves, and suicide bombers, and to manufacture and plant explosive devices.” 29 The
Taliban attacked schools, abducted children, and even executed them if they were
suspected to support the government.
26

Ibid.
Human Rights Watch, “The Mediterranean Migration Crisis: Why People Flee, What the EU Should
Do.” 8.
28
Ibid, 10.
29
Ibid.
27
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Human Rights Watch reported that military operations in Afghanistan’s urban
areas increased in 2018 with more than 10, 000 civilians killed or injured.30 There was
also widespread violence on voters, roadways, and poll facilities in October during the
parliamentary elections. Due to the dire situation in the country that further included the
worst drought in years and the deportation of Afghans from Iran, Afghan refugees and
migrants pursue the difficult journey to Europe.
Eritrea
In the first half of 2015, Eritrean asylum seekers were second in the number of
people that arrived at the shores of Europe. The most common reasons among Eritreans
leaving their country were: military conscription, forced labor, arrests, detentions,
disappearances, torture, restrictions on freedom of expression and freedom of movement,
and the repression of religious freedom.31 Eritrea lacks an independent media and
independent non-governmental organizations. Eritreans who were interviewed by HRW
once they arrived in Italy in May 2015 stated that escaping military service is a primary
reason to leave Eritrea. By Eritrean law, everyone must serve 18 months in the military,
beginning at age 18, but in practice coscripts end serving indefinitely and often 14 year
old children are conscripted. 32 The UN Human Rights Council investigate human rights
violations in the country in 2014 and it found “systematic, widespread and gross human
rights violations.”33

30

Human Rights Watch, “The World Report 2019: Events of 2018,” 17.
Human Rights Watch, “The Mediterranean Migration Crisis: Why People Flee, What the EU Should
Do,” 13.
32
Ibid.
33
Ibid, 15.
31
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For years, Eritrea faced diplomatic isolation, but in 2018 it signed a peace
declaration with Ethiopia, which formally ended a 20 years long border war. It also
renewed its diplomatic relations with Somalia and Djibouti. The Security Council of the
United Nations lifted its arms embargo. Even within these positive changes, it seems
Eritrea has a long way to end the repression of basic rights for its citizens. Eritrea still
forces its youth into national service and political opponents of Isaias Aferwerki, the
current president, are jailed without trial. The current government prohibits independent
media, political parties, and nongovernmental organizations. The president further not
permits elections, a legislature, and an independent judiciary. Unfortunately, improved
relations with Ethiopia may mean that some of the Eritrean refugees will face forced
repatriation and may risk punishment that might include imprisonment, forced labor, and
even torture.34
Somalia
Somalia has a long history of violent conflicts, especially in south-central
Somalia. Al-Shabaab, an Islamist armed group, subjects civilians to harsh treatment,
forced recruitment, and carries out deadly attacks. Further, “Somali government security
forces, African Union troops, and allied militias are responsible for indiscriminate
attacks, sexual violence, and arbitrary arrests and detention.”35 Children are particularly
vulnerable, and often have no choice but to join armed groups. Al-Shabaab is known for
targeting students. The group not only attacks schools, but also imposes its own
interpretation of Islam, and bans English and sciences. Somali children have among the
34

Human Rights Watch, “The World Report 2019: Events of 2018,”, 207.
Human Rights Watch, “The Mediterranean Migration Crisis: Why People Flee, What the EU Should
Do,” 15.
35
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lowest rates of school enrolment in the world.36 Many Somalis, who left the country and
crossed the Mediterranean Sea, mention the lack of security as the reason for their flight.
Libya
Libya has been an embarking center for many migrants and asylum seekers
throughout the Mediterranean Crisis, but the country has also been in a political turmoil
since 2011 when the government of Muammar Gaddafi was overthrown. According to
Human Rights Watch, “the collapse of a central government authority, and with it the
domestic judicial authorities, has eliminated any semblance of law and order in many
parts of the country.”37 The hostilities killed hundreds of people, displaced thousands of
persons, and damaged the Libyan infrastructure. In Libya, migrants and asylum seekers
live under constant threat not only in the infamous migrant detention centers that are
known for their abusive methods such as whippings, beatings, and electric shocks, but
also on the streets where migrants often experience abuses by employers, criminals, and
militant groups. All of the violence in Libya only pushes people to attempt the dangerous
sea crossing to the European Union in order to find safer place to live.
In conclusion, most of the above-mentioned countries are ruled by repressive
governments or they are torn apart by years of violence. The wide-spread violation of
human rights in these countries sends their people on the dangerous route to Europe,
where they hope to finally live in peace. The European Union, with its resources and
influence, must enact policies that would address the root drivers behind the
Mediterranean Migration Crisis.

36
37

Ibid, 16.
Ibid, 19.
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Map of the early migration routes of the Crisis based on Human Rights Interviews38

38

Ibid, 1.
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Chapter Four:
Responses by International Organizations, NGOs, and Local Groups

This chapter describes how people and organization tried to address the Crisis. On
many ways they did what they could, nevertheless massive numbers of migrating people
were blocked by barbed wire with no food, no water, carrying babies in a state of
overwhelming misery.

The European Union
The European Migrant Crisis had been in the making for several years prior to
2015, but there is no agreement on the timeline of its origins. The first emergency
European Summit took place in April 2015 after officials of the United Nations
confirmed the death of 800 migrants in a boat disaster near Libya’s coast. While looking
back at the summer of 2015 and the suffering in the Western Balkans, the overcrowded
train stations in Hungary and Austria, and the ongoing loss of lives in the Mediterranean
Sea, it is not hard to argue that the European Union response to the crisis was painfully
slow and incompetent.
After 800 lives were lost in April 2015, The European Union agreed on a 10-point
plan proposed by the European Commission. It involved:
1. Creating maritime patrolling operations called Triton and Poseidon in the central
Mediterranean,
2. Capturing and destroying vessels used by smugglers,

19

3. Gathering information on how smugglers operate by various agencies,
4. Setting up asylum offices in Italy and Greece,
5. Fingerprinting all migrants,
6. Considering relocation mechanisms for migrants,
7. Launching a voluntary pilot project on resettling refugees among the EU
members,
8. Establishing a new return program for the return of irregular migrants by a EU
agency called Frontex,
9. Engaging with countries neighboring Libya in diplomatic joint effort,
10. Deploying immigration officers abroad to gather information on migration
routes.39

One of the main ideas of the 10-point plan was the creation of hotspots for EU
agencies and member states to register entering migrants. Over the summer of 2015, with
rapid numbers of migrants entering Greece and Italy, the hotspots became a critical
priority for the European Union. Italy only needed to upgrade already existing centers in
Lampedusa and Pozallo, but Greece was establishing these centers from scratch so the
process was more challenging. Throughout these hotspots, the European Asylum Support
Office (EASO) managed relocation and provided information to asylum seekers. The

39

Robin Emmott and Adrian Croft, “Factbox: EU’s 10-point plan to tackle Mediterranean crisis,” Reuters,
April 20, 2015, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-factbox/factbox-eus-10-point-plan-totackle-mediterranean-crisis-idUSKBN0NB22J20150420, (accessed on March 3, 2019).
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border-control agency Frontex helped with fingerprinting, registration and migrant
returns.40
According to Collet and Le Coz, during the summer of 2015 official statistics
underestimated the number of arrivals due to the lack of an official presence in Greece
and Italy. The first responders usually included local residents, volunteers, and small
groups of NGOs, so the collected data didn’t always represent the actual arrivals.
Further, they argued that at this time many policymakers saw the dangers of the journey
as the primary challenge of the crisis, not yet the scale of arrivals.41 Greece and Italy
weren’t the only states that were overwhelmed by migrants in the summer of 2015. The
humanitarian situation in the Western Balkans let the Directorate-General for European
Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operation (DG ECHO) to grant over 90,000
Euros to the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and 150,000 Euros to Serbia to
help them with thousands of migrants transiting the region to get to Europe. This was
followed by another 1.5 million Euro grant before the summer ended.42
The European Union had an already-existing crisis-response tool called the EU
Civil Protection Mechanism (EUCPM) that was established in 2001 for coordinating
responses to natural and man-made disasters. The EUCPM covers not only the EU
members, but any member state in the world. It was not originally meant to be used for
migration crises, but Bulgaria activated the mechanism in 2013 for addressing Syrian
refugees. As the numbers of migrants rose in the Western Balkans, DG ECHO urged
affected EU members to activate the mechanism. Hungary did it in June 2015 and Serbia,

40

Elizabeth Collett and Camille Le Coz, “After the Storm: Learning from the EU Response to the
migration crisis,” Migration Policy Institute Europe, 2018, 11-12.
41
Ibid, 13.
42
Ibid.
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Croatia and Slovenia in the Fall 2015.43 Even though the mechanism is coordinated by
trained crisis managers, it was inadequate for the migration situation in European
countries.
After the dramatic events of the summer of 2015, the President of the European
Commission Jean-Claude Juncker lobbied for expansion of the emergency relocation
program. The European Commission started advocating for the program in the spring of
2015 to voluntarily relocate 40,000 refugees from the frontline states to the rest of the
European Union.44 Juncker proposed to expand it to 160,000 refugees, and the Council
agreed on the establishment and expansion, but not a voluntary but a mandatory system.
This caused immediate, high-level tensions among members of the European Union.
Under pressure mounting from the situation along the Western Balkans, President
Juncker convened a Leaders Meeting on the Migration Route at the end of October 2015
in Brussels. Leaders from Albania, Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, the former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia met
to improve cooperation for tackling the refugee/migration crisis in the region.45 They
agreed on a 17-point plan that included the creation of the Western Balkans Contact
Group and triggering mechanisms such as the alert system ARGUS and the Integrated
Political Crisis Response (IPCR). The Contact Group was an information-sharing
mechanism and ARGUS coordination meetings provided high-level oversight and
problem-solving. The IPCR gathered information on migration flows from Member
States, NGOs, EU agencies and others.46

43

Ibid, 14.
Ibid, 16.
45
Ibid, 17.
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By the end of 2015, Member States especially Germany and the Netherlands
started to discuss a possible agreement with Turkey to manage the immigrant flows to
Greece. The EU-Turkey Statement was signed in March, 2016. According to this
agreement, irregular migrants arriving in Greece would be returned to Turkey, and the
European Union would resettle one Syrian for every Syrian returned from Greece.
Further, Turkey would actively try to prevent migration to the EU and in return, the EU
would guarantee to proceed with visa liberalization, upgrading of EU-Turkey Custom
Unions, and also the EU accession process.47
The above-mentioned timeline of events includes initiatives that were put in place
in 2015 and at the beginning of 2016 when the crisis was at its highest peak and the
international community was calling for a stronger response by the European Union.
Many of the programs are still operating today and even though the numbers have gone
down, Europe continues to struggle with how to respond to the ongoing migration crisis.

The United Nations
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, often referred to as
the Refugee Agency) is a humanitarian and nonpolitical organization that aims to protect
refugees and find ways to improve their lives. It is mostly funded by voluntary
contributions by United Nations member states, but also by organizations, corporations,
and individuals. The Refugee Agency promotes international refugee agreements,
monitors government compliance with international law, and seeks long-term solutions. It
closely cooperates with other UN agencies such as the World Food Program, UNICEF,
the World Health Organization, the UN Development Program, the Human Rights
47

Ibid, 19.
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Council, but also with other organizations such is the International Organization for
Migration.
In July 2015, UNHCR reported that most of the people coming to Europe are
people fleeing war, conflict, and persecution. The Agency pointed out that “despite the
significant media attention it has garnered, the Mediterranean crisis constitutes a
relatively small part of the global picture.”48 At the end of 2014, 59.5 million people were
displaced worldwide and the European countries hosted a very small number of those,
whereas countries such as Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon, Iran, Ethiopia, and Jordan were the
worlds’ top refugee receiving countries at that time.49 The programs for Syrian refugees
hosted in the Middle East lacked funding, and the agency insisted that by more targeted
assistance, which would include development programs, refugees and internally
displaced persons within the region would not only improve the desperate situation in the
region, but also the lives of refugees. The UNHCR report published in July 2015 argues
that refugees fleeing conflict and persecution are guaranteed protection under
international law, and that the European crisis is primarily a refugee crisis. The refugee
agency called on Europe to focus on saving lives at sea, creating dignified reception
conditions, ensuring greater solidarity within Europe, increasing legal avenues to safety,
and collective action in response to the global displacement crisis. Further, it pointed out
that the European Union needs to provide alternative mechanisms such as family
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reunification, humanitarian admission, private sponsorship, and work and education
visas.50
UNHCR works with partners to provide a range of assistance to refugees in
Europe. This includes: “humanitarian and cash assistance, provision of accommodation
and support to improve reception conditions, prevention and response to sexual and
gender-based violence, protection monitoring and interventions, engaging with refugee
communities to enhance their participation and including their voice in the response,
identification and support to persons with specific needs, and referral to appropriate
services.”51
The General Assembly dedicated its meeting held on 20th of November 2015 to
the refugee crisis in Mediterranean basin. The day long debate focused on refugees who
were fleeing conflict, violence, persecution and further faced abuses due to migrant
smuggling and human trafficking. Ban Ki-moon, who was United Nations SecretaryGeneral at the time, spoke about the tragic consequences for refugees, particularly from
Syria. He praised Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey for hosting millions of people. Ban Kimoon called for a new approach that would be built on responsibility sharing, for more
resources and political will, and for addressing the root causes of the crisis. He argued
that “We must respond not by closing doors but by opening our hearts with unity,
tolerance, pluralism and compassion. This will foster true security.”52 Further, he pointed
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out that the migrant and refugee crisis is not only a European issue, but also a global
problem and the solution must be found through collective solutions.
António Guterres, who was then the 10th United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees, reinforced Ban Ki-moon’s statement that addressing the root causes of
displacements should be how the international community could effectively handle the
crisis. He argued that “The international humanitarian response system does not have the
capacity to meet even the most basic needs of all the people we are supposed to help, and
unless something changes dramatically in the way we finance humanitarian responses,
more lives will be lost, and more desperate people will see no choice but to move on in
search of safety and a minimum of human dignity.”53 He also believed it is necessary to
establish a closer link between humanitarian and development interventions. He saw it as
a key to bringing about change in the already existing refugee system.
Naci Koru, the Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs of Turkey at the time, stated
that his country is deeply affected by the situation in Mediterranean Sea region. He
claimed his country hosts the largest number of refugees in the world and around 110
babies are born in Turkey’s in-protection centers every day.54 He called for greater
solidarity in the international community as the forefront countries cannot cope with the
crisis alone. Nawaf Salam, a representative from Lebanon, pleaded that Lebanon is the
smallest country in population and geography in the region, yet hosts the highest
concentration of refugees per capita in the world. According to the representative, the
Syrian crisis had a huge impact on the country’s economy and its poverty increased by 60
percent. Lebanon did not only fear the destabilizing impact on the country’s institutions,
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but also the possible radicalization of some refugees. Muaz M.A.K. Al-Ottom of Jordan
called on the international community to share the burden equally, as Jordan contributed
35 percent of its national budget to aid refugees. He called on the United Nations to
“move away from emergency relief toward resilience programs that allowed refugees to
live in dignity and facilitated their eventual return.”55

Oxfam
As one of the biggest organizations dealing with poverty, Oxfam worked closely
with local organizations to deliver different basic, legal, and psychological services as
part of their operations in Greece, Serbia, Macedonia, and Italy. To vulnerable migrants
and asylum-seekers in Serbia and Macedonia, Oxfam distributed food, hygiene kits,
clothing, and installed water and sanitation facilities. The organization and Italian
government hosted asylum seekers on humanitarian visas from Lebanon. Further in Italy,
Oxfam helped asylum seekers to learn Italian, find accommodation, and provide them
with cash for their essential needs. Since October 2015, it continued to provide free legal
assistance for asylum seekers in Lesbos, Greece. The organization’s advocacy and
coordination teams continue to be active in Athens where they address protection issues
and the provision of safe living conditions. According to its website, the organization
helped more than 2 million people in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan with clean water,
sanitation and other support services. 56 They also helped Syrian families obtain the
necessary information about their legal and human rights.
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Médecins Sans Frontières International (MSF)
MSF provided boats to search and rescue operations in the Mediterranean region
between May 2015 and December 2018. The MSF medical teams on board provided
treatment for violence-related injuries, and cared for skin diseases, dehydration,
hypothermia, and even chemical burns. Further, the organization’s midwives often
assisted in delivering babies on board. MSF is not only active in search and rescue
operations. They launched a multilingual website that is dedicated to answering questions
about its operations. Their teams provide medical and psychological support in France,
Italy, Greece, Sweden, Belgium, and Germany. MSF manages rehabilitations centers for
torture survivors in Greece.57 Yet, thousands downed at sea as over loaded make-shift
boats overturned, throwing victims into the water.

Human Rights Watch (HRW)
As an international organization with staff in more than 40 countries, Human
Rights Watch investigates abuses, exposes facts and pressures people in power to respect
human rights and bring justice. During the Mediterranean migration crisis, the
organization called on the European Union to provide safe and legal ways for people to
seek asylum in the EU. They listed the UNHCR request to resettle a minimum of 130,000
Syrian refugees, which in their view was a “modest request.”58 HRW further insisted on
easing restrictions on family reunification, increasing the number of humanitarian visas,
ensuring full and fair asylum procedures, and ensuring that anti-smuggling operations
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comply with obligations under the European Convention on Human Rights. They also
called for using influence and resources more effectively, and ensuring that children
whether asylum-seeking, refugee, or migrant are first treated as children, and so on.59
As described here, while UN agencies, NGOs, and local people worked hard to
address the crisis, human suffering continued. Until recently, the Mediterranean was the
world’s deadliest migration route. The European Union focuses on preventing and
discouraging people to make the crossing, but the Union overlooks the reasons why
individuals risk their lives to reach its borders. The UNHCR reported that in first five
months of 2015, 60 percent of people came from countries torn by war. 60 Individuals
who have fled wars, violence, conflict and prosecution are protected by international law,
but the European Union prefers to call all people crossing the Mediterranean Sea
‘migrants’ to avoid its obligations and responsibilities.
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Chapter Five
Europe’s Negative Response to the Migration Crisis: Criticisms and Inadequacies

The picture of a three year old Syrian toddler who drowned in early September of
2015 spread around the world, prompting international outcry as Europe struggled to
formulate a proper response to the growing migrant crisis. Throughout 2015, countless
ships capsized crossing the Mediterranean Sea, killing thousands of innocent people.
Even before boarding these unsafe rubber inflatable boats, many of the migrants and
refugees faced brutal abuse by smugglers. The European Union had not faced such a
challenge since the debt crisis in 2009, and rather than focusing on protecting the rights
of migrants and refugees, the Union chose to secure its borders.
It is very important to note there is a distinction among economic migrants,
asylum seekers, and refugees. An economic migrant is a person who leaves her or his
country to improve their standard of living. An asylum seeker is a person seeking
international protection under the 1951 Refugee Convention on the status of Refugees,
and a refugee is an asylum seeker who already received that status. They all could fall
under the term migrants, since the term functions as an umbrella covering all three
groups. Even though the European Union witnessed a mixed-migration phenomenon
where all these groups tried to cross the Mediterranean Sea, the Union lacked clear
guidelines for these crucial designations, therefore depriving refugees and asylum seekers
of their rights under international law.
The European Union prides itself on protecting human rights as its members were
among the first to ratify the UN Convention of the Status of Refugees, the European
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Convention of Human Rights, the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, and the EU
Charter of Fundamental Rights.61 Many of the migrants reaching the borders of the EU
are from countries with a long history of violent conflicts such as Syria, Libya,
Afghanistan, Iran, and countries in Central Africa.
The top five nationalities of Mediterranean Sea Arrivals in 2015 were:
Afghanistan, Eritrea, Iraq, Nigeria, and Pakistan. The total number of sea arrivals in 2015
was 1,032,400 and the total number of deaths was estimated to 3,771. In 2015, 50% of
total arrivals were men; 31% were children; and women were 19%.62
The number of sea arrivals decreased significantly in 2016. The total number of
arrivals that year was 362,376 and the estimated number of deaths and missing people
was 5,000. The year 2016 was the deadliest year of the crisis. The most common
countries of origin in 2016 were: Syria, Afghanistan, Nigeria, Iraq, and Eritrea. Overall,
57 % of arrivals in 2016 were men, 17% women, and 26 % children.63
The numbers of sea arrivals in 2017 followed the trend from the previous year,
decreasing to 178,500. It has been estimated that the number of missing and dead people
in 2017 was 3100. Between January 1st and December 31st of 2017, 69% of sea arrivals
were men, 18% children, and 13 % women. Most of the arrivals originated from Nigeria,
the Syrian Arab Republic, Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Bangladesh, and Mali.64
In 2018, the total numbers of sea arrivals were 141,000 persons, with 2,277
estimated dead and missing. According to the UN Refugee Agency, most of the deaths
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took place along the route from North Africa to Italy. Men represented 64% of all
arrivals, women 15%, and children 22%. The top five nationalities of 2018 arriving to
Europe were Guinea, Morocco, Mali, Syrian Arab Republic, and Afghanistan.65
Table I: Number of migrants arriving in Europe and their nationalities
2015
Number of Sea Arrivals*
Dead and Missing People*
Percentage of Men
Percentage of Children
Percentage of Women
Top 5 Nationalities

*estimated numbers

2016

1,032,400
3,771
50
19
31
Afghanistan
Eritrea
Iraq
Nigeria
Pakistan

362,376
5,000
57
17
26
Syria
Afghanistan
Nigeria
Iraq
Eritrea

2017
178,500
3,139
69
18
13
Nigeria
Syria
Guinea
Côte d’Ivoire
Morocco

2018
141,500
2,277
64
21
15
Guinea
Morocco
Mali
Syria
Afghanistan

The European Union spent millions on programs that discourage people from
taking the deadly journey, and even though these initiatives contributed to a steep decline
in numbers of arrivals, they also contributed to making the journey more deadly. As we
can see above, the number of missing and dead people has never fallen under 3,000 in the
first three years of the crisis. Even with fewer people attempting to reach European
borders, the risks of dying or going missing at sea seems to have only grown. The
European members are responsible for the continued loss of lives in the Mediterranean
region because rather than developing legal and safe pathways for migrants and refugees
to reach Europe, they focused on preventing all arrivals, whether a person is an asylumseeker, a refugee, or an economic migrant.
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Current anti-migrant sentiments in many European countries led to a rise of
nationalistic, xenophobic, and right-wing movements and political parties. The European
Union still struggles to cope with the situation, where the unity and values of the
organization are not only questioned but also challenged by new ideologically oriented
parties. Steve Corbett examines the arguments behind the Brexit election, especially how
the resurgence of populist and nationalist forces helped the right-wing Euroskeptic
groups benefit from the societal divisions in the United Kingdom. Myths such as British
exceptionalism prevailed in the voting to leave the European Union. Other issues that
also influenced the vote were the global financial crisis and Eurozone economic crisis.
The expansion of the EU since 2004 included many Eastern European countries and their
low-skilled and low-paid workers. Many of these people legally took up residence in the
U.K. The EU’s expansion from market-making to polity-building, all created room for
the rise of Euroskepticism and populism in the United Kingdom.
The phenomenon is not only unique to Britain. Similar sentiments are present in
Germany, France, Netherlands, Austria and other European countries. Corbett defined
populism as: “an antiestablishmentarian discourse that emphasizes ’the people’ against
’the elites’ partly through mythmaking, but also through the simplification of complex
issues."66 Populism as a discourse is usually formed as an opposition to “mainstream
political parties, immigration, social and cultural liberalism, permissiveness,
multiculturalism internationalism, belief in progress, and a strong perception of ’losing
out’ or being ‘left behind’ in these processes of Europeanization and globalization.”67
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Countries such as Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Czech Republic, Romania, but even France
and Britain have witnessed a significant rise of racist and xenophobic attacks, and often
right-wing mass media spread false beliefs about migrants, refugees, and minorities,
fueling more hate.
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has been a controversial figure of Hungarian and
even European politics for decades. The country’s right-wing political parties such as
Fidesz and Jobbik are known for their anti-EU, anti-Islam, and anti-immigration
sentiments. Jobbik openly lobbies for a border wall around Hungary and prioritizes
preserving Hungarian purity. The growing numbers of migrants and refugees entering
Hungary prompted Orban to put up barbed-wire fencing on the border with Serbia.
According a survey from April 2015, 46 % of asked Hungarians believed that asylum
seekers should not be allowed in Hungary.68
After the terrorist attacks in Paris and Copenhagen, even countries such as France
and Denmark voiced their security concerns and became very conservative about
accepting migrants from the Middle East and African countries. Hard-line member states
such as Slovakia, Czech Republic, and Poland were very vocal about their strong
preferences for non-Muslim migrants. Slovakia declared in August 2015 that it will only
accept Christian refugees. Even though the European Union threatened to take legal
action, Poland refused to take any refugees under the relocation plan.
There are obvious reasons why the EU-Turkey deal is so controversial. The
country is led by an authoritarian leader, President Erdogan, known for his disregard of
human rights. Turkey lacks a properly functioning asylum system, and the country is
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already hosting the largest number of refugees in the world.69 From the beginning, there
have been doubts about how the agreement would be implemented. Key points of the
agreement included all irregular migrants from Turkey to Greece would be sent back, for
each Syrian returned to Turkey, a Syrian migrant would be resettled in the European
Union; Turkish nationals would have access to the Schengen zone; the EU would allocate
around 3 billion EUR to help Turkey with immigrants; and the deal would also restart
Turkey’s bid to join the European Union. Human Rights Watch reported that “as of the
end of April 2018, only 23 Syrians had been returned to Turkey on grounds of their
asylum application being inadmissible because Turkey is a safe country for them.”70 The
deal has not delivered many improvements for either new asylum seekers and refugees or
the dire situation of asylum seekers already living in Turkey.
In March 2019, 25 non-governmental organizations called on the European Union
to end the humanitarian crisis at European borders. At the third anniversary of the EUTurkey deal, organizations such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, Danish
Refugee Council, International Rescue Committee, and Oxfam expressed their frustration
with the containment policy that traps thousands of asylum seekers from leaving Greek
islands. According to the letter addressed to European leaders, the policy that prevents
people “from reaching the European mainland has caused a recurrent and endless cycle of
overcrowding, substandard living conditions and extremely poor access to services.”71
The organizations argued that the expectations under the EU-Turkey deal were highly
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unrealistic and it is shameful that the European members lack a real responsibility sharing
mechanism.
Under the EU and Turkey deal, refugees and asylum seekers were forbidden to
leave Greek islands and their ‘hotspots’ such as the EU-sponsored refugee camp Moria
on Lesbos. Throughout the crisis, the camp, which is built to accommodate 3,000 people,
sheltered up to 9,000 asylum seekers.72 International organizations, including Oxfam,
Human Rights Watch, and the International Rescue Committee, described the camps as a
humanitarian disaster. According to Louise Roland-Gosselin, a head of Doctors Without
Borders in Greece previously working in refugee camps in Sudan and Congo, stated: “I
have to say that Moria is the camp in which I’ve seen the highest level of suffering.”73
Sexual assaults, knife attacks, and suicide attempts that included children as young as 10
years old, are very common at Moria. Doctors Without Borders reported that the camp
has high numbers of severe mental health cases. Most of the camp’s residents are
refugees from Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan – countries torn apart by wars, and being held
at Moria only triggers “expression of psychosis and post-traumatic stress disorder.”74
The situation at Moria camp is so grave, that some of the migrants wished that
they would drown while crossing the Mediterranean Sea. Human Rights Watch further
reported that the camp posed a threat to public health with “uncontrolled sewage spills,
broken toilet waste pipes, and generally poor hygienic conditions that could abet the
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spread of infectious disease.”75 Oxfam also pointed out that women wear diapers at night
as they are afraid to leave their tents at night. The waiting time to receive food is
sometimes 12 hours a day, more than 80 people share one shower, and around 70 people
use a single toilet.76
The camp is situated in a former military base by Lesbos’s main city Mytilini.
Under the EU-Turkey deal, the camp was to receive, identify and process asylum seekers
trapped at Greek islands, but it can take up to two years for asylum seekers to receive
asylum or to be sent back home. According to an article in the Guardian, due to a lack of
staff and the slow asylum application process, migrants are doomed to stay in Moria for
years, with many living in tents without access to basic utilities such as hot water and
electricity.77 The head of Oxfam in Greece argued that: “European leaders have to face
the fact that their current policy is perpetuating and inhumane reception system and
putting refugees at risk. Rather than continuing to focus all their efforts on returning
refugees to Turkey under the deal struck in 2016, EU members states should support
Greece to improve conditions in the island camps and move people off the overcrowded
islands and on to the mainland.”78
Further, the camp was under investigation as why the conditions are so grave if
the European Union invested more than $1.9 billion for the Greek asylum effort.79 The
migration ministry of Greece denied accusations of financial misuse. The editor-in-chief
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of the Fileleftheros daily and other two journalists reported that enterprises tied to
Kammenos, the Greek defense minister, inflated charges for camp services. Kammenos
filed a defamation action against the journalists, but they stood by their reporting, stating
it’s factual and they have documents to prove it. Opposition leader, Kyariakos, called the
situation in Moria a disgrace for Greece, and blamed the government for creating the
worst refugee camp in the world. He also stated: “Instead of apologizing the government
is intimidating and persecuting anyone who is critical of tis actions.”80
One of the most controversial responses to the Mediterranean Crisis is the
European Union’s support of the Libyan coast guard forces to stop boats from leaving
Libyan waters. In early 2017, the European Union gave $245 million to Libya, a country
in constant political turmoil.81 Thousands of people live in unimaginable conditions, and
according to Amnesty International, migrants in Libya are exposed to different types of
ill-treatment, including torture, sexual violence, and beatings. They further argue that
migrants “are also at times killed or left to die after being tortured, exploited, abused or
sold for forced labor and other forms of exploitation to other militias, armed groups or
criminal gangs.”82
Human Rights Watch (HRW) is a nongovernmental organization known for its
accurate fact-finding and targeted advocacy. In the summer of 2018, the organization’s
researchers visited detention centers in Tripoli, Misrata, and Zuwara in Libya. In January
of 2019, HRW published a report on how EU policies contribute to the abuse of migrants
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in Libya that include beatings, whippings, and use of electric shocks. Children are not
exempt from these forms of abuse, and the organization reported that children face rape
and beatings by guards and smugglers. HRW argues that senior officials of the European
Union are aware of the dire situation migrants face in Libya, but they still continue to
support the Libyan Coast Guards who intercept migrants and asylum seekers at sea to
bring them back to Libya. HRW points out, “Since the end of 2017, the UNHCR and the
International Organization for Migration, also a UN agency, have accelerated EU-funded
programs to help asylum seekers and migrants safely leave Libya, a country with no
refugee law and no asylum system.” 83 UNHCR evacuated over two thousand asylum
seekers from Libya by the end of 2018, but HRW argues this program is not enough as it
has limited capacity and mandate in Libya.
At the time of this HRW research, the United Nations estimated that more than
680,000 migrants and asylum seekers were living in Libya, mostly from Syria, Iraq, and
Eritrea. The country has been a destination and a transit country for migrants for
decades.84 The political turmoil that is going on in the country from the fall of Muammar
Gaddafi led to an economic crisis, where “people smuggling and trafficking is now a
multi-million-euro business” and “a major source of livelihood for many Libyans.”85
According to the HRW report, most of Libyan smuggling and trafficking groups have
links with official security institutions, which was further supported by a UN Panel of
Experts, who leaked a report to the press in early 2018. 86
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Libyan law does not specify a maximum term of detention nor are there formal
procedures that would allow someone to a challenge the immigration detention of so
many people. At the time of this HRW report, the IOM estimated there are more than
9,300 migrants and asylum seekers in Libyan detention centers.87 Not only do the centers
not provide sanitary conditions or adequate medical care, but detainees face low quantity
and quality of food, sexual abuse and torture including beatings, burning with cigarettes,
electric shocks, and whippings. Some of the centers do not even have any medical
personnel to assist pregnant women or migrants who attempt to hang themselves. As
mentioned above, children are not exempt from the abuse, and they are especially
vulnerable to harassment and aggression by adults. Despite being aware of such a horrific
abuse of immigrants and asylum seekers, the European Union, with Italy taking the lead,
deepened its partnership with Libya, allocating €266 million from the EU Emergency
Trust Fund for Africa and an additional €20 million from bilateral assistance. 88 The
European Union’s assistance to the Libyan Coast Guards is making the Union complicit
in serious human rights violations.
The UN Secretary-General António Guterres visited Libya at the beginning of
April 2019. At a press conference in Tripoli, he expressed his shock at the level of
suffering of refugees and migrants in Libyan detention centers. He stated that the
responsibility does not only lie with Libya, but with the whole international community
which must understand the need for international refugee law to be respected.89 A few

87

Ibid, 15.
Ibid, 21.
89
United Nations, Press Release: “Opening remarks at press conference in Tripoli, Libya,”
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/speeches/2019-04-04/press-remarks-tripoli-libya, (accessed on April
10, 2019).
88

40

days after the Secretary-General’s visit, the situation in Libya dramatically worsened with
military escalation and fighting in and around Tripoli. The Secretary-General urged for
“immediate halt of all military operation in order to de-escalate the situation and prevent
an all-out conflict.”90 He further called on all parties to establish dialogue for a political
solution and reminded fighting parties that all civilians are protected under humanitarian
law and international human rights law. On April 10, 2019, the Secretary-General also
briefed the Security Council on the situation in Libya. He voiced his concerns for
migrants and refugees who were caught in the terrible situation.91
On April 15, 2019, at the daily noon briefing, Stephane Dujarric, the
spokesperson for the Secretary-General, again reminded the parties in Libya that they
have obligations to follow under the International Humanitarian Law. He stated that more
than 3,000 refugees and migrants are trapped in detentions centers and in some cases,
guards abandoned their posts leaving people without access to food or water. Further,
more than 18,000 people were displaced since the eruption of the most recent crisis.92
Since the migration crisis began in 2015, the European Union struggles to protect
the lives of migrants that include many refugees and asylum seekers. The EU’s collective
response has been focused on securing its borders and not on protecting the rights of
migrants. Even with the current dire situation in Libya, the European Union still fails to
act. With the declining number of arrivals to Europe, it has been unclear that the EU will
implement any positive long-lasting reforms of asylum and immigration policies that
would solve this humanitarian disaster.
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Chapter Six
Conclusion and Policy Recommendations

The Global Compact For Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration
On December 10th of 2018, 164 world leaders met in Marrakech, Morocco to
adopt the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, which is the first
framework establishing principles of sharing responsibility among members of the
international community. All UN members, excluding the United States, agreed on the
Global Compact back in July 2018. At the conference in Marrakech, António Guterres,
the United Nations Secretary-General, addressed the false assumptions about the
Compact at the conference in Morocco, stating that the agreement does not allow the
United Nations to impose migration policies on its members. He pointed out that SouthSouth migration is larger than South-North arguing that developed countries actually
need migration as birth rates are declining and life expectancy is rising. Guterres stated:
“Migration should be an act of choice, not of desperation.”93 Angela Markel, the
Chancellor of Germany, also spoke at the conference. She insisted that human rights
apply to everyone and that the goal of the Compact could only be achieved through
multilateral cooperation. As other countries, Germany needs skilled workers, and Markel
welcomed the interest in legal migration. Dimitris Avramopoulos, the European Union’s
Commissioner for Migration, stated that it is necessary to build partnership with origin,
transit and destination countries. He also said: “The Union supports actions both in and
outside Europe to protect migrant rights, address the causes of irregular migration, break
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the business mode od traffickers, better manage borders and create the conditions for
legal pathways.”94 The conference took two days and it included speakers from civil
society, Heads of State and Government, and senior UN officials.
The Global Compact resolution was adopted on December 19, 2018, reaffirming
the New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants. According to the resolution, the
Compact also rests on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, and other core international human rights treaties. Further, it rests on
the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, the Protocol
against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sean and Air, the Slavery Conventions, the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, and the International Labour
Organization conventions among others.
The Compact is a non-legally binding framework that acknowledges that migrants
and refugees are two different groups specified by separate laws. Refugees are protected
under international refugee law, but the Compact addresses all aspects of migration. It is
based on a “set of cross-cutting and interdependent guiding principles”: - peoplecentered, international cooperation, national sovereignty, rule of law and due process,
sustainable development, and human rights. It is gender-responsive, child-sensitive,
whole-of-government approach, and whole-of-society approach.95The Compact is also
built on 23 objectives including: collecting and utilizing data, minimizing drivers and
factors of migration, enhancing availability and flexibility of regular migration, saving
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lives, strengthening transnational responses, empowering migrants and societies,
providing basic services and others. The Compact advocates “Using migration detention
only as a measure of last resort and work towards alternatives” and to “empower migrant
and societies to realize full inclusion and social cohesion.”96 It aspires to use already
existing human rights mechanism to monitor migrant detentions, making sure they are
only used as last resort where States do not have other alternatives. It provides guidelines
for the respect of other cultures, traditions, and customs to support multicultural activities
towards full inclusion and social cohesion.
The Global Compact is a consensus agreement and a new international norm to
guide national and regional policy and programming. It represents a breakthrough in
international dialogue on migration. So far, the United States, Australia, Chile, Hungary,
Austria, Italy, Poland, Slovakia, and Czech Republic did not adopt the Global Compact.
These Central European governments, with a high percentage of populist parties, attacked
the deal even before the conference in Marrakech. Polish Prime Minister Morawiecki
stated the country’s border protection and migration is Poland’s absolute priority. Czech
Prime Minster Babis and Austrian Chancellor Kurz argued that the Compact blurs the
line between legal and illegal migration.97 According to the General Assembly, the
Global compact addresses issues that affect more than 258 million people around the
globe who are on the move.98
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In another High-Level Meeting on international migration at the General
Assembly in February 2019, the President of the Assembly, María Fernanda Espinosa,
noted that a high percentage of earned wages by immigrants remains in host countries,
therefore supporting the growth of their economies. Espinosa further said that most of the
migrants’ remittances end up in developing countries, which has a major impact on their
development. She called on for support of the well-managed migration framework that is
the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration. She declared that “We will
not be able to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals if we do not compressively
include migrants.” 99 According to Espinosa, migrants must be included in the building of
peaceful and inclusive societies.
While discussing migration, it is also important to include the role climate change
will and already is playing in migration. Top climate scientists around the world assume
global sea-levels could range from one to eight feet by 2100. Jeff Goodell in his “The
Water Will Come” states that there are 145 million people that live three feet and even
less above the present see level. He argues: “as the waters rise, millions of these people
will be displaced, many of them in poor countries, creating generations of climate
refugees that will make today’s Syrian war refugee crisis look like a high school drama
production.”100 Each year almost 20 million people lose their homes due floods, storms
and other climate change related disasters, which is three times more than those losing
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their homes due to conflict and violence. According to the International Organization for
Migration project, by 2050 about 200 million people will become climate refugees.101
Fillipo Grandi, who is the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,
briefed the Security Council on April 9, 2019. He started his outstanding speech by
pointing out that there is unprecedented stigmatization of refugees and migrants. Grandi,
drawing from years of experience, argued that the current refugee crisis is actually a
crisis, but for mothers with children fleeing gang violence, for teenagers fleeing wars, for
governments with few resources and failing states where normal citizens are suffering.
According to him, to portray it as an unimaginable global crisis is simply wrong. He
argues that it is possible and urgent to address this crisis with the political will especially
of the Security Council drawing on improved responses as defined in the Global
Compact.102
In his presentation, Grandi also discussed the grave situation in Libya. UNHCR
and the International Organization for Migration are currently working to help the many
internally displaced Libyans, but also migrants and refugees who found themselves yet in
another conflict. He described the difficulties accessing the detention centers and
relocating detained migrants and refugees. Grandi called for a unified action by the
Security Council to end the current military escalation. He further stated that it is
necessary to look at the lessons learned in Libya in the past few months, especially how
substantial resources were allocated to strengthen the coast guards to stop migration
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flows to Europe, but no funds for bringing security and stability to Libya. Once again, he
voiced the necessity to address the root causes of the Mediterranean Crisis, but he also
called for an establishment of a well-functioning reception system based on a shared
responsibility approach.103

List of some of the proposals in the Global Compact that would have a major
impact on the Mediterranean situation:104
•

Creating political, economic, social and environmental conditions in home
countries for fulfilling lives of their citizens

•

Sharing of strong and accurate information at all stages of migration to
improve bilateral, regional, and international cooperation

•

Providing migrants with adequate documentation at all stages to prevent
statelessness

•

Facilitating labor mobility in hosting countries

•

Creating policies protecting vulnerable migrants regardless of their status

•

Establishing international operations to protect migrants’ right to life

•

Ending impunity of smuggling organizations, and necessary ratification of
the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air

•

Creating and conducting “intra- and cross-regional specialized human
rights and trauma-informed training for first responders and government
officials”
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•

Providing basic services such as health care and education, regardless of
immigration status

•

Eliminating all forms of discrimination according to international human
rights law, implementing policies and mechanisms to penalize hate crimes,
detecting and eliminating racial, ethnic, and religious profiling

•

Investing in skill developments for migrants in their home countries, host
countries, and refugee camps

•

Facilitating the safe and dignified return of migrants, ensuring migrants
won’t face risk of death, torture, and other inhuman treatments

It is very crucial for the international community to address all the themes of
immigration. Migration transformed our history, and we must all work together to
implement inclusive policies that would guide countries to not only make migration less
risky, but also include factors that can address the challenges of migration in the future.
Even though security has been the main driver of migration, climate change will soon
become an important factor. We as a society have an obligation to protect the lives of
migrants, including refugees and asylum-seekers.
The European Union must act to improve its migration policies, so no more lives
are wasted either crossing the Mediterranean Sea, or in detention centers in Libya, or
overcrowded refugee camps such as Moria. The Union has failed its obligations under
International and European human rights law. As a direct result of international
intervention, Libya has been in political turmoil for almost a decade. The EU’s support of
the Libyan Coast Guards, who are forcefully detaining migrants, must stop. A
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preponderance of proof demonstrates that migrants face serious violations of human
rights in the Libyan detention centers. The number of arrivals has declined compared to
the beginning of the Mediterranean Crisis, but the rate of deaths per number of people
trying to reach Europe has risen significantly. The lives of migrants continue to be
destroyed. Further, there are no policies in camps such as Moria, which would empower
refugees to gain the necessary skills and education to improve their livelihoods.
The establishment of the European Union is one of the most daring political
experiments in recent history and even though the Union is facing many internal
uncertainties, it must stand united in its commitment to first principles as introduced by
Angela Merkel, which was based on the European insistence that policy is grounded in
principle. While some efforts were undertaken in limited ways, the cruel response to the
Mediterranean Crisis is a stain on Europe’s legacy as a global protector of human rights.
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